Jing Wang. High culture fever : politics, aesthetics, and ideology in Deng\u27s China; Jing Wang, ed. China\u27s avant-garde fiction : an anthology by YANG, Xiaobin
Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese 現代中文文學學報 
Volume 3 
Issue 2 Vol. 3.2 三卷二期 (2000) Article 9 
1-1-2000 
Jing Wang. High culture fever : politics, aesthetics, and ideology in 
Deng's China; Jing Wang, ed. China's avant-garde fiction : an 
anthology 
Xiaobin YANG 
University of Mississippi 
Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.ln.edu.hk/jmlc 
Recommended Citation 
Yang, X. (2000). Jing Wang. High culture fever: Politics, aesthetics, and ideology in Deng's China; Jing 
Wang, ed. China's avant-garde fiction: An anthology. Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese, 3(2), 
170-175. 
This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Centre for Humanities Research 人文學科研究
中心 at Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Modern Literature 
in Chinese 現代中文文學學報 by an authorized editor of Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. 
170 Xiaobin Yang
High Culture Fever: Politics, Aesthetics, and Ideology in 
Deng's China. By Jing Wang. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996. x+376 pp. ISBN 0-520-20294-5 
(cloth); ISBN 0-520-20295-3 (paperback).
China}s Avant-Garde Fiction: An Anthology. Ed. by Jing 
Wang. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998. 283 
pp. ISBN 0-8223-2100-9 (cloth); ISBN 0-8223-2116-5 
(paperback).
Divided into seven chapters, each charting a significant 
aspect of the cultural scene, Jing Wang's High Culture Fever: 
Politics, Aesthetics, and Ideology in Deng^ China offers a fairly 
comprehensive study of, and valuable critical insights into, the 
major intellectual trends in post-Mao China. In the first five 
chapters, Wang discusses the major debates over such issues 
王若水周楊  as socialist alienation and Marxist humanism (Wang Ruoshui,
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Zhou Yang), the cultural fever in the mid-1980s (Jin Guantao, 
Gan Yang, Li Zehou), the influential TV documentary series 
River Elegy, modernism and modernity in literature (Huang 
Ziping, Li Tuo, Liu Xiaobo, Xu Zidong), and the question of 
literary, as well as historical, subjectivity (Liu Zaifu, the root- 
seekers). With some overlapping and without strict chronological 
Order, these five chapters center on the motif with which the 
post-Mao Chinese intellectuals were obsessed during the 
“utopian decade” （116): how to create a new culture that would 
break away not only from Maoism but also from Chinese
premodernity?
Jing Wang notices that, 
in the early 1980s when such 
notions as “socia list
alienation” was brought up, 
theorists like Wang Ruoshui 
recognized merely the 
external cause of socio- 
historical disasters and 
neglected “ internalized 
oppression” （18). Along with 
the literary works at the time 
which searched for the
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“return” of uncontaminated humanity, the inquiry into the problem 
of alienation, pursuing a utopian telos of ultimate emancipation, 
conformed to the official discourse about national revival from 
the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Discussion 
in the mid-SOs, therefore, resorted to cultural transformation in 
order to accelerate China's modernization, which, as Jing Wang 
observes, “now replaced revolutionary action as the end result” 
(42). Jing Wang discovers that among the major themes of the 
Cultural Discussion is Jin Guantao’s instrumental rationality and 
scientism, which boils down to Jin's own notion of "systematic 
totality” that exposed “unintentionally complicitous bonding with 
the Party and neo_Confucianists” （63). The same problem, as 
Jing Wang perceptively points out, exists in Li Zehou’s 
“philosophy of totalitarian harmony” （102), a philosophy that 
subjugates “the sense to reason, the natural to the socio­
cultural, the individual to the community” （104). Jing Wang’s 
discerning, though sometimes biting, remarks often hit the mark 
in diagnosing the symptoms of the intellectual culture of the 
1980s. Her analysis of River Elegy demonstrates that its 
problem lies not in the offic ia lly  accused wholesale 
westernization, but in a fervent nationalism that implicitly glorifies 
imperial (if not imperialistic) power, though often through 
lamenting the decline of that power.
In the field of literature, Jing Wang peruses the various 
manifestations of Chinese modernity—“pure literature,” “root- 
searching” literature, critique of ‘‘pseudomodernism，’’ and so 
on—all of which, she argues, struggled to regain a political and 
cultural sensibility that was expected to be distinctively Chinese 
and genuinely modern at one and the same time. By reading Liu 
Suola, Xu Xing, the early Mo Yan and the recent Wang Meng, 
Jing Wang demonstrates that this contradiction can hardly be 
solved: modernism remains a superficial rhetoric, which cannot 
conceal the “pseudomodernist ideology” （186) that always 
imagines the establishment of a grand national-cultural 
subjectivity. Likewise, Jing Wang finds that the ethno-political, 
rather than simply aesthetic, subject is the core of Liu Zaifu^ 
theory of subjectivity. As the same perspective is carried over to 
her theorization of avant-garde literature, Jing Wang, in 
maintaining her theoretical continuity, denies the legitimacy of 
the concept of “Chinese postmodernism.” This， to me, is not 
supported by sufficient reading of avant-garde works, though
言莫
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Chapter Six analyzes Ge Fei s "Whistle," with laconic references 
to some of Yu Hua's short stories. But even though her 
conclusion about the "pseudoproposition of postmodernism" is 
perhaps too hasty a judgment in the discussion of Chinese 
avant-gardism, Jing Wang acutely discerns a teleological 
undertone in the theoretical exposition of Chinese 
postmodernism during the early 1990s.
The last two chapters of the book mainly deal with two 
fiction writers, Ge Fei and Wang Shuo, who are considered to 
represent, in one way or another, the literary trends of the late 
1980s and the early 1990s, respectively. While she believes that 
“the metanarrative of humanist philosophy” （258) of the 1980s 
culminated in the era's experimental fiction, Jing Wang situates 
Wang Shuo in the habitat of consumer culture of the 1990s, 
which is not immune from influences upon the preceding age, 
but is "between a declining elite and a burgeoning popular 
culture" (284). Wang Shuo's characters are not simply 
interpreted as hooligans; rather, a close reading of their behavior 
reveals the conventional value unseen by almost all native 
critics—a “desire for sterling authentic ity” within these 
“overzealous martyrs” （274).
High Culture Fever abounds with critical reinterpretations 
that would provoke more profound studies in future of the issues 
raised. It can thus be read as a companion to China's Avant- 
Garde Fiction: An Anthology, even though the latter contains 
only literary works (short stories). The anthology showcases 
seven Chinese avant-garde fiction writers: Ge Fei, Yu Hua, Su 
Tong, Can Xue, Bei Cun, Sun Ganlu and Ma Yuan, 
characterized as “a group of rebels who consciously worked to 
shatter the myth ‘man’ and utopia” （4) in Jing Wang’s 
"Introduction." Even if it would be an overstatement to say that 
these are the only avant-garde writers one should read, they are 
doubtless among the best representatives of the canon­
redefining literary trend in China during the second half of the 
twentieth century.
Each of the seven writers exemplifies avant-garde 
aesthetics_ fragmented or labyrinthine story line, self-disruptive 
narrative voice, and free floating signifiers without determinable 
signifieds_ in a different way. Ge Fei’s “Green Yellow,” for 
example, unfolds a journey (visits and interviews) through which
殘雪
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the pursuit for the meaning of the term “green yellow” yields not 
only to various, sometimes discrepant, accounts of the local 
history, but also to a proliferation of meanings for the term. The 
piece thus parodies realistic writing: no truth, except the 
impossibility of truth, can be generated from the “objective” 
narrative. Although Jing Wang mentions the "depoliticization of 
language," which seems a somewhat arguable characterization 
of Chinese avant-gardism as a whole, she points out that these 
“young literary rebels have indeed subverted everything that the 
revolutionary generation held sacred), (11).
Their subversive power derives from a deconstructive 
mode of writing prevalent in their works, though it is not always 
the formalistic aspect that distinguishes the avant-gardists from 
their predecessors. To readers familiar with modern Chinese 
literature， Can Xue’s schizophrenic narrator in “The Hut on the 
Mountain/1 a short story filled with startling and torturing illusions, 
may be reminiscent of Lu Xun’s madman in “A Madman’s Diary■” 
But it is exactly at this point that the two writers part. If Lu Xun’s 
madman embodies the May Fourth spirit of revealing the truth 
through a non-conformist but authoritative voice, Can Xue’s 
narrative voice is a disseminated, decentered, yet more severely 
traumatized one, which can never pinpoint a definite source of 
fear.
Yu Hua’s “1986,” a story about a madman’s self-mutilation 
twenty years after the political persecution during the Cultural 
Revolution, is certainly another example that demonstrates the 
difficulty of representing that historical event. Not only does the 
traumatized protagonist react to the catastrophic experience in 
the past in a deferred and demented way, but the equally 
traumatized narrative subject fails to register the tragic social 
reality in a sane and adequate manner. In other words, the story 
is intended not to represent the incident of self-mutilation, but to 
represent the subjective inadequacy of representation. The 
disruption of an absolute, self-sufficient subject as the narrative 
authority can also be seen in Yu Hua’s “This Story is for Willow，” 
perhaps the most mind-boggling narrative in the collection, if not 
in the whole corpus of contemporary Chinese fiction. In this 
piece, which contains involute time-space, characters and 
narrative voices, nearly identical events are told several times
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with slightly or radically different characters, time frames, 
locations and other details. We are left to ponder whether they 
are the same events told in different ways or different events that 
happen to be similar to each other. The mode of indeterminate 
narration, again, plays a crucial role in undermining the 
paradigm of modern Chinese fiction, and thus that of the modern 
metanarrative on which the intellectual culture of twentieth- 
century China is established.
The above conclusion regarding avant-garde fiction can be 
applied to the other selections in the anthology, though it might 
be questionable whether Su Tong’s later pieces such as “The 
Brothers Shu," a story of unromantic love, somewhat predictable 
death， and inexplicable depravities, should be read as typically 
“avant-garde.” Su Tong is indeed regarded by most critics and 
scholars as a major avant-garde writer because of his earliest 
works， such as “Flying over Maple Village,” which is included 
here. Many of his writings in the 1990s may be considered more 
conventional than his avant-garde cohorts* and more similar to 
亲斤體驗新狀，態 the xintiyan [new-experience] and xinzhuangtai [new-condition] 
fiction that emerged in the mid-1990s.
If Sun Ganlu’s pleasurable and often comic language 
game in his “I Am a Young Drunkard” and Bei Cun’s enigmatic 
allegory of disaster (or apocalypse) in his “The Big Drugstore” 
represent two disparate spiritual directions of Chinese avant- 
garde fiction, the two short stories by Ma Yuan with which the 
anthology concludes, summarize the general narrative strategies 
of the Chinese avant-garde. The plots of “More Ways Than One 
to Make a Kite” and “A Wandering Spirit” are not as intricate as 
those of Yu Hua and Ge Fei, but Ma Yuan, by turning mysteries 
and missions into unknown simplicities, provides the same kind 
of irony that dislocates transparent representation. Ma Yuan’s 
Tibet is not a mystic land the Han pilgrims pay homage to, nor a 
cultural curio for spectators from the ethnic center to toy with, but 
a labyrinth of signifiers in which the dominant, rational mode of 
recognition and representation is incapacitated. “More Ways 
Than One to Make a Kite” and “A Wandering Spirit” epitomize 
the structural peculiarity of Ma Yuan’s fiction. Coexistent, 
unrelated and sometimes conflicting minor narratives are pieced 
together while numerous “blanks” remain， without provoking the 
readers’ imagination. The hiatuses and inconsistencies that are
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left unattended to invalidate any absolute, grand narrative. This 
is the implicit, yet decisive, textual politics of avant-garde fiction 
in post-Mao China. In this respect, Chinas Avant-Garde Fiction 
is a highly useful introduction to contemporary Chinese writing 
as well as cultural politics it involves. And for that matter, Jing 
Wang's High Culture Fever profoundly registers the problems 
implied in literary works from a variety of theoretical 
perspectives.
Xiaobin YANG
